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(Shri BHARGAVARAM VITTHAL, alias MAMA WARERKAR, ts a 
veteran Marathi playwright, novelist and drama-critic. Born ‘in 
RATNAGIRI on 27th April, 1883, Mama has been serving the stage 
continuously for the last 50 years. He has written 46 original plays 
which have all been staged. It was he who modernised, the Marathi -drama 
and the stage. He attended’ the Drama Festival and witnessed every 
play that was put-up. He has awarded. his personal gold medals for 
the performance of Sanskrit ‘Shakuntala’ and to two artistes of the 
Manipuri and Bihar troupes. His observations given here represent his 
personal views and should not be considered as the official opinion of the 
Akadami-—- Editor.) 
HE Sangeet Natak Akadami 


By 26th December another classic 


adopted a resolution in 
March 1954 to celebrate a 
National Drama Festival in Delhi. The Delhi 
Natya Sangh was vested with the responsibility 
to organise this festival: This institution formed 
a Festival Committee and started the prelimi- 
naries.. Finalizing the details involved’ much 
time lag. Obviously it was a huge ‘task to 
select a few plays from nearly nine hundred 
applications from all the fourteen language- 
areas throughout the length and- breadth of 
this nation. Hindi, Bengali, Marathi, Kannada, 
Telugu and Punjabi were the six languages 
which were given the privilege of presenting 
two plays each. In Hindi, a third playlet of 
an hour was also given an extra chance. 


_ The festival began well. The President 
inaugurated it on the 22nd November when 
the Sanskrit play ‘Shakuntala’ was staged. 
And it ended too in a befitting manner : on 


MAMA WARERKAR 


Greek play in’ English was 
staged. There is not a single 
theatre in Delhi which is good enough for a 
stage. An open-air stage was an impossibility 
due to the severe winter. The Sapru House Hall, 
which was used for the first time for the radio 
Sangeet Sammelan in October, 1954, was 


chosen for this purpose. 
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This hall has two obvious disadvantages : 
first, the sitting accommodation is limited to 
600 persons ; secondly, the stage is hardly fit 
for a play ; neither the length, breadth, nor the 
height is suitable. But fortunately the Chairman 
of this Festival Committee, Sri P. M. Lad, 
got the assistance of Col. Hemchandra Gupte, 
who had much previous experience of stage- 
setting, decor and lighting, and he handled 
the situation well. To change and arrange 
the sets every night for 22 plays on varying 
themes-—-mythological—historical and social, 


was almost a feat. With the help of his loyal 
colleagues of the Three Arts Club, Col. Gupte 
made a good job of it. 


On November 22, the Brahman Sabha, 
Bombay, staged the immortal play ‘Shakuntala’ 
by Kalidas, in original Sanskrit. In Delhi, 
probably the audience had no idea that a play 
entirely in Sanskrit could be presented on the 
stage. Faultless pronunciation and appro- 
priate histrionics were the strong points of the 
play. Though the language of the play was 
Sanskrit, yet the response of the audience 
was spontaneous. Proper laughter and the 
applause provoked in various corners of the 
multi-lingual audience, were themselves sure 
signs of the success of the play. The Prime 
Minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, sat for five 
hours to witness this play from the beginning 
to the end. He also expressed his appreciation 
of the troupe. 


The second play, ‘Sonit Kunwari’, was in 
Assamese. The Shillong Sangeet Natak 
Academy had presented this play, full of song- 
and-dance, based on the Usha-Anirudha theme. 
Though the audience that evening was very 
small, the play was enacted with all sincerity 
and zeal. Eight female artistes took part in 
it. This play also got an award. 


The Ramakrishna Kripa Amateurs present- 
ed the Tamil historical ‘Shivakamiyin 
Shapadam’, an adaptation of a novel by ‘Kalki’ 
bearing the same title. Two doctors were the 
main actors. Female roles were acted by 
males which now appears very odd to normal 
audiences here. There were 49 scenes in the 
play. The whole presentation was what they call 
traditional, but I 
felt it to be hackney- 
ed. This play could 
not be a representa- 
tive play of Tamil. 


_ The Hyderabad 
‘branch of Anjuman- 
Taraqqi Urdu pre- 
sented ‘Nai Roshani’ 
in Urdu. It was an 
adaptation of Sheri- 
dan’s ‘Rivals’. Acting 
and production were 


very average. I 
could not understand 
why a_ translation 


was selected for such 
a festival. 
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Pandit Nehru Congratulates the Players of the Sanskrit 
Drama “Shakuntrala’”’ 






THE 
AUTHOR 





The Janata Rangamanch, Cuttack—present- 
ed: ‘Par-Kalam, (The Quill Pen) a_ political 
comedy in Oriya. The script of the play was 
loose, but some of the acting talent was above 
the average. One of the dances in this play— 
even the tune of the songs was just like the 
dance of fishermen and women in Maharashtra. 
A strange similarity, indeed, probably _ the 
folk-dance and folk-drama all over this country 
have a basic unity. 


The Indian National Theatre of Bombay 
presented ‘Mazam Rat’ (The Mid-night) in 
Gujarati written by Chandravadan Mehta. 
Faultless production, appropriate  stage-sets 
and neat teamwork of actors accounted for the 
effectivenes of thiss play. Madhukar Randevia, 
Vanalata Mehta and 
Eroch Pawry displa- 
yed fine acting 
talent. As amodern 
play it was only next 
to the Bengali play. 


Next was the 
Mumbai = Marathi 
Sahitya Sangh’s his- 
torical play ‘Bhau 
Bandaki’ by K. O. 
Khadilkar. The art 
director of this play 
created a wonderful 
stage-set and decor. 
Half of the success 
of the play rested 
on it, as it enhanced 


the visual appeal. Though the play has 
been awarded a prize as the best, yet I feel 
that the casting in the play was not very correct. 
The main role of Anandibai was not 
historically correct in the sense a woman from 
the dignified orthodox Peshawa Royal family 
would not behave so feministically. The 
original character is scheming and secretive, 
while she was shown as impulsive and 
boisterous. The hero, Raghohadada, was also 
not very satisfactory. The minor humorous 
parts of both the priests and their wives were 
very accurately and effectively rendered. This 
play was declared to. be the best amongst the 
traditional (or classical) plays. 


The Maharashtra Sammelan, Poona, pre- 
sented ‘Sharada’ by Deval. It did not enhance 
the prestige of Maharashtra as established by 
‘Bhau Bandaki’. Had the eighty-year old actor 
Chintubua Diwekar not been in the role of 
Bhujanganath one cannot say what would 
have happened to this play ! Usha Atre did 
act competently as the teen-aged heroine. 
In Maharashtra modern stage traditions have 
come to stay, yet why and how this of all plays 
was selected as a _ representative one, one 
fails to understand. 


The Indian National Theatre, Delhi’s ‘Ham 
Hindustani’ was more of a farce than a play. 
Based on exaggerated provincial idiosyncras- 
ies, the script was weak. Only the stage set 
was novel, the rest was comedy ala clap trap. 


The radio play by Krishan Chander, entitled 
‘Kutte Ki Maut’ (duration 40 minutes), was 
declared to bea Hindi play, while in reality 
it had eighty per cent Urdu. But I do not 
claim to be an expert in these subtle linguistic 
matters, Iam voicing merely the vox popult. 

The Tenali—Guntur -Ram_ Vilas-Sabha 
performed a Telugu play ‘Shrikrishna- 
Tulabharam’, This opera had good South 
Indian music, specially of Shri Raghuramaya 
as Shrikrishna. ‘The 60-year old male actor’s 
role of the teen-aged Satyabhama with all the 
amorous sulkiness and the contours was 
hardly in good taste. Music was the only 
consolation, | 


The Bangalore Ravi Artistes presented the 
Kannada play ‘Bahadur Ganda’. It was another 
adaptation of Shakespeares’ ‘Taming of the 
Shrew’. In the original play this shrew was a 
female while her other two friends were males. 
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In the adaptation the order was reversed. 
B.S. Narain did the hero’s part with under- 
standing, the only good point in the play. 
When Kannada has no dearth of original’ plays, 
why was an adaptation selected ? 


The Delhi Art Theatre presented the 
Punjabi Ballet ‘Vaadi di Gunj’ (the Call of the 
Valley), a play based on the contemporary 
political events in Kashmir. The heroine was 
a Bengali and the hero a Tamilian which was 
an interesting speciality. Overall a neat 
production indeed. But this again was a 
a and not a play in the strict sense of the 
word. 


The Delhi Kala Sangham staged Paritosh 
Gargi’s ‘Khoo De Monte’ (On the well). It 
was a very average play in script as well as in 
production. Each act was of hardly twenty five 
minutes duration. The theme, hardly fit for’ 
the festival, was based on the illicit love of 
the stepmother for the stepson. Curiously 
enough, these two Punjabi plays were pre- 
sented by local groups and and no troupe came 
from the Punjab. 


The Bihar Kala Kendra presented 
‘Ambapali’ by Shri Rambriksha  Benipuri. 
As a composition the script does not stand 
the test of a play with modern technique. 
But Shobha Simour did her part very well. 
Veerendra Narain as an actor was next to her.: 
But to me it appeared that the Bihar stage 
was not fully developed, if this play was to 
be considered as the standard. 


The Bahurupi, Calcutta, presented ‘Rakta- 
karabi’ (The Red Oleanders) by Tagore original- 
ly written in 1926, and acted only once in the 
poet’s life time. In symbolic stage-sets, lighting 
arrangements, acting talents, background music 
and all round production, this play was indeed 
the best in the festival, Sombhu Mitra’s 
acting at the king was extraordinary, though 
he did not appear on the stage till the very 
end. Tripti Mitra’s role as Nandini, the 
innocent social worker, was very realistic and 
convincing. No wonder this play was con- 
sidered first amongst the modern plays. 


‘Usha Pairnayam’, a dance-drama from 
Andhra, again was not befitting the festival. Even 
many Telugu-speaking people in the audience 
could not relish it. The female roles were 
done by males. The script was poor, and 
dances still worse. The play did not represent 
the best in Andhra. 


The Bahurupi, Calcutta, also presented 
‘Chhenra Taar’ by Tulsi Lahiri, the Bengali 
play based on the famine in 1943. Most of 
the characters were Muslims and the language 
too was a dialect of East Bengal. Sombhu 
Mitra’s superb acting was added to the rural 
settings which were ideal. I feel that these 
two plays from Bengal, no doubt, put all other 
plays into the background. 


The Manipur Dramatic Union, Imphal, 
presented ‘Moirang Laisong Shafali’. Though 
geographically situated in a distant and remote 
corner of India, the acting, dances and songs 
in this play were of avery high order. Many 
provinces which consider themselves forward, 
could take a lesson from this troupe. 


The Gadag Dattatreya Natak Sangh staged 
the Kannada play ‘Ugrakalyan’. The produc- 
tion was below average. An old Maulvi on 
the stage was in actuality a lady. In South 
India though the stage is much advanced, yet 
no play from this area created the im- 
pression of showing the representative and the 


best from the language it represented. On. 


the contrary, males acting as females and vice- 
aersa created an atmosphere of unreality. 
Excepting the music in the Telugu play ‘Shri 
Krishna Tulabharam’, the South Indian stage 
would almost seem to be in infancy, if judged 
only by the performances in this festival. 


The festival concluded on the 26th 
December with the English play ‘Oedipus 
Rex’ by the Theatre Group, Bombay. I liked 
this play and atmosphere of a classic created 
by it. Shri Al-Kazi’s role as Oedipus was 
very effective and Shri Shenoy showed great 
brilliance in his minor role of a peasant. 


The festival awards are already conferred 
and they were allto plays with merit. But 
I am not fully convinced by the Judges and 
their selections. While declaring these prizes, 
amember of the Judges’ Committee mispro- 
nounced the name of a play which indicated 
that the Judges were not familiar with the 
languages. It may be argued that it was 
not the language but the play which was 


judged. Most of the plays were not attended 
by all the Judges fully. Acharya Kaka Kalelkar, 
one of the three Judges, saw only four plays 
including one Sanskrit. It was being whisper- 
ed that the knowledge of Indian Languages was 
not considered as a necessary factor in appoint- 
ing the Judges, as the judges were supposed 
to be assisted by language assessors whose 
acquaintance with the Indian languages was 
again a matter of doubt. 


That the preliminary selections were also 
not very satisfactorily conducted is a general 
complaint raised by all language areas and 
provinces. For example, in Marathi, there 
were five Judges for regional selections 
out of them two were not allowed to go 
to Bombay and Poona to see the plays. 
Nagpur-Vidarbha and Marathawada were also 
neglected. The plays from these areas were 
chosen yet never seen. . The Hindi Judges 
Committee never met and came to any agree- 
ment at some stage. When and how the change 
from classical to traditional plays was brought 
about, one is at a loss to find. One is pained 
to make these remarks as we know that the 
prizes were not from the Government of India, 
nor the Sangeet Natak Akadami, nor the Delhi 
Natya Sangh, but from the Theatre Centre 
(affiliated to the UNESCO) which appointed the 
Judges and awarded the prizes. 


These minor blemishes are mentioned by 
me with the spirit to take a lesson in the 
future. It was indeed a great thing to wit- 
ness all the plays of the fourteen Indian 
languages in a consecutive order. Those who 
saw all these plays without missing, should be 
praised for their patience and love of the 
theatrical art. It was necessary for the various 
theatre-groups from different parts of India _ 
to see all these plays, but none showed this 
extra enthusiasm, which is really a sad 
comment on the present state of the Indian 
stage. Dr. Keskar, in his concluding speech, 
suggested that such a festival should be held 
every year in every state. It is indeed a very 
good suggestion. I believe one can learn by 
the mistakes one commits, and, therefore, I 
expect to witness a better and a more repre- 
sentative festival next year. 


